50	MESOPOTAMIA	[basrah
of the whole of the then occupied territory in
Mesopotamia, was almost entirely agricultural.
The local agriculturist, who had in most cases a
considerable stake in the one or more date-gardens
which constituted his holding, was at that season
extremely busy. He was a simple, bearded soul,
dressed in a single garment like a dirty night-
shirt, and armed with a primitive triangular spade
on a roughly turned shaft six or seven feet long.
He lived on dates and unleavened bread, washed
down with an occasional cup of very strong and
bitter black coffee. His home was a hut of reed
matting stretched over an arched framework of
reeds tied in bundles. He knew no discipline and
no comfort. His life was spent in pruning his date-
palms, clearing the tiny water-channels which
intersected his garden, and building up the little
banks which protected it from floods. He was not
at all eager to leave his home and risk permanent
damage to his holding merely to earn a few rupees
on purely temporary work, and it was soon found
that nothing like three thousand of him would do so.
The Shaiba Bund contract was at first meant to
be purely experimental, and could have been
cancelled at the end of the first fortnight. But this
was not done, although by that time the contractor
had only managed to gather together four or five
hundred men. He was allowed to go on making
his profit, and all that happened was that an appeal
was made by the Irrigation Officer for labour to be
imported from India. Another month went by
before the Political Authorities were asked to help
by impressing local labour through the sirkals or
headmen. Sir Percy Cox had by this time come
back to Basrah and things began to move* Pressure

